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Gapr
“HAPTER 4

\swering questions of herself and her fieldnotes. Molly’s con-
jtual memos became her way of talking to herself and mak-
iy evident what her findings were as she went along.

In this chapter, we move through the footwork of doing
linographic research. We start with ideas of ways to shape
reliminary versions of fieldwork that go into a proposal or
lnt application. We then move through strategies and tac-
Ity of managing fieldnotes and channeling their essence into
\unceptual memos that keep track of what the fieldworker learns
fiom week to week.

Research Questions
and Fieldnotes

F;Eric;notes are hard to think and write about: they are a bi- ]

iy O%etx;lre.”31n‘u-ﬂtafr}eously part of the “doing” of fieldwork

e s writing” of et.hnography, fieldnotes are shaped

i Vemenjcs: a t'urnmg away from academic discourse

i nversations in unfamiliar settings, and a turning
gain. (Lederman, 1990, p. 72)

Researct QUESTIONS

Il may seem surprising for “research questions” to appear after
1 discussion of field entry, tools, time and space decisions, and
our own work as an instance of ethnography. As noted ear-
Aler, we believe curiosity lies behind the work of most ethnog-
(aphers. But curiosity does not transfer smoothly into specific
(Juestions. However, looking ahead at the field site, selecting
subtopics for literature reviews, setting time frames, and mak-
g decisions about how you will operate in the field will bring
Inanageable questions into focus.

‘ Let’s look at an example. You have a broad interest in the
' lunguage socialization that takes place when adults switch roles
01 jobs, and you want to find a context for studying language
~und other modalities in this kind of adult language learning.
~ Moreover, you have been drawn into the debates about organic
'~ {ood and the rapid increase in the number of organic farmers
" In England, Europe, and the United States. You are especially
~ (urious about how first-generation organic farm communities
~ hreak with the past and take on a new identity.

Your plan of work forces you to address questions such as
these: Will the study take place on one or more small or large
~ [arms and in which geographic region(s)? Will the study be com-
~ parative and involve only independent farmers or a collection
~ of farmers who work as part of an agribusiness? Which prior

As ‘
Sheh;[rzlsly r'eflected on her own learning, she saw clearly hd
Dgerglomg to bring focus to her research. She read, listened
o delin,esoo ed more carefully, and decided that setting mor
e an.d deadlines for herself would give her the feelin,
moving forward.

It s :
h not failing; it’s just not practicing enough. People will lose
'ence after like 10 minutes.” 1

“l ; i : ‘
(] knew what it felt like, and [1'd] try to emulate that again.”

”Sta . 3
nding is almost im i
possible. [I] have to walk to k

“Mmentum.” i

Rg -
becaﬁlsetr kept setting challenges for himself so that he neve“'
purpog, :Odcolmfon:table with his achievements. Molly found
with g, nd direction for her times of observing and talking
with OgEr. Now she could focus, plan better use of her tim

§€1, and keep in mind the give-and-take of asking and

68
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tmers. Documentary films, promotional materials, and news
A feature items in the public press should also supplement
ulir site-based data collection.

Targets of focus to be addressed during winter and spring
vlurn site visits will emerge. For example, technical, legal,
! popular materials on the transition from conventional
b organic farming make evident highly specific techniques
(l reporting processes critical to fulfilling legal requirements
a1 certification. Observations during the autumn show large
Blocks of time required to respond to these externally imposed
Wemands. How do these tasks fit into the frantic pace de-
wnnded in late winter and early spring when ordering seeds,
plunting, and weeding begin? How did the socialization to the
Vocabulary involved in technical processes, specific agencies,
And bureaucratic procedures carry through in later months of
{lie season?

convictions (e.g., as a vegetarian, farmer’s daughter, or longtim
community gardener) do you bring? What is realistic in term
of your location of residence and physical sites available to yol
for the study? How will you collect your data (combination ¢
survey, interview, observation only or with some participation)
What do you already know about organic farming, its techni
cal terminology, and the legal rules and definitions of ”certifi '-
organic” in different markets where farmers might ship thel
produce?

Careful consideration of matters such as these allow you {¢
locate yourself, refine what you know and need to know, a y’-
decide how you can realistically undertake the research thal
interests you. Research questions that emerge after such ai
initial self-analysis will be based on considerations of spatial
temporal, role, and data collection processes, as well as botl
academic and practical literatures that need ongoing review,

But bear in mind that even after you begin fieldwork, d¢
mands of your personal life will keep modifying research que Concise
tions. Think, for example, in the study introduced above, al i
how time demands of fieldwork can conflict with your famil
obligations. Once you begin fieldwork, you realize that thougl
more time in the field will be possible in the autumn, the ti .'

very academic knows the importance of saying clearly
und concisely what the subject and process of research will
L, However, brevity and clarity do not follow easily after lit-

you planned for winter and spring has to be cut back, and youl triture reviews and considerable absorption in planning data
summer site visits will have to be only intermittent. / (ullection. We suggest that every ethnographer try out cen-
Research questions now need to be refined. A focus on I'_ 1l questions; ask them of yourself. Then sketch your plan of
transition from conventional to organic farmer can be acco ' eldwork with “critical friends.” For example, for the organic
plished through intensive fieldwork in the autumn season whe lirming language socialization project sketched above, friends
most farm owners begin implementing their plans for switc \ und family may show interest in central questions stated along
ing from conventional to organic. Refined research questio 1 ¢ following lines:
must reflect a focus on language change during these times 0l
transition. In the autumn months, you will devote your tim
primarily to fieldnotes, audiotaping, and interviews on site. |
While away from the field site, you should examine thi
multimodalities of documents used to socialize conventional
farmers during their transition to organic. Contradictions and
disagreements between “official” literatures and the popull
press will push you to plan specific areas to discuss later witl

Organic farming is on the increase everywhere. In the United
States, small farmers in some states are switching in large
numbers to organic farming. I'm interested in how they get up
to speed on the necessary technicalities in the short autumn
period before they have to buy their seeds, plan, prepare the
soil, and plant during the winter and spring. I've been able to
talk at some length to several farmers in a county in Vermont

b
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who want to transition from conventional farming to orga i
They say they have no idea what learning to “be organic” "'
really going to entail. They’ve agreed that during the auty .
| can go to their meetings, spend a couple of days each w. !'I?
with their families, and learn as much as | can about how t.
come to think and talk “organic.” | want to know what the:
reaf:l, watch, and use as they prepare not only the layout of
their gardens or farms but also their business plans. Then I'i
back less frequently in the winter and spring to see'what thel

studying of all processes of turning organic means in their [

critical months. Who knows, maybe I'll even find out somethi

,t,hat ‘Ff-lose who are preparing farmers to learn how to becorr
certrfrec-l organic” might use to make their teaching and
Preparation of materials more effective in the long run!

Miling, need to take special precautions. For example, eth-
yjraphers who study institutions of formal education can fall
) 1sing dichotomies to delineate sites, styles, and situations
(ommunication use. Most of these fail to acknowledge the
Ilural nature of human development and ways in which all
ainers, young and mature, look, listen, imitate, reshape, and
Wnsmit within learning environments that they themselves
Jline through their own motivations and needs.
Nowhere is the proactive work of directing one’s own
uining environments more evident than among those learn-
positioned on the margins (whether through racial, socio-
nnomic, age, or linguistic barriers). When we begin to note
low much learning goes on in play, for example, we have
I (uestion the teacher/student dichotomy that dominates
udies that take place within classrooms and schools. Such
approach might miss the deeper cultural processes that
lke place within other relationships and forms of behavior
llke play, such as moral reasoning, socialization to competi-
1on, strategy development, and interpretation of ambiguities
(Linodwin, 1990; Roulleau-Berger, 2003; Sutton-Smith, 1997).
- Anthropologists have long warned of the ethnocentric
hlus that lies behind the dichotomy of formal/informal. First is
Al expectation that adults are those who shape formal envi-
(onments, and all contexts without direction by adults there-
lore seem to carry the designation of informal. This notion is
shaped by the centralized focus in Western psychology and
i - wociology (as well as the modernization paradigm) on family
friends enable ethnographet iund school as the primary learning environments.
: , Yet increasingly, as we come to gain knowledge about peer
soclalization and life-span learning, we understand that such
~ichotomies do not hold and that neither families nor schools
~loday can fully carry out responsibilities traditionally expected.
- With demands on facts and skills exponentially increasing and
~ Instruction time decreasing, schools cannot be the sole provid-
urs of technical, interface, and organizational knowledge for
luture workers/citizens. Moreover, as other labor markets com-
pete for workers with technical and professional knowledge,

Thg F:*thnographer might at various points during such a
position ask a “critical friend” to comment on the Valtrll ‘
:c‘h‘e q_uestions, validity of the approach, feasibility of actu

finding out” such things from busy and committed peo “ii
and so on. Nonspecialists these days frequently evoke th;e :‘-

questions anthropologists with thej ‘
eir
e newfound reflexivi

How do you know they won't j "
Just tell you wh ink
you want to know? ! i

o Alten't you interfering with the data by being on site?
° I i . 3
If it’s only one site, how can you make any generalizations?

and can accomplish in the planne
teach us a lot, but we also need
straints and anticipate how our

d research. Ethnography
to know its limits and con
‘findings” might be received,

Disrupt Dichotomies

; t.Ethnographers, particularly those in fields such as edui
ation where certain Categories and dichotomies have fir; -!5
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tved for within buildings owned by religious institutions
ves outdoors. Similarly, highly informal activities can mark
uces generally reserved only for the most formal of proce-
108 and the embodiment of authority (e.g., scientific research
in even the world’s wealthiest nations. Th h i m:utories; - I.Jatour & Woolga'r, 19?6)‘ :
A iAo Wlthns e us what used to l*inally_, the 1df:a of informal 1mp11e.s the ab§ence of direct
6 latiget i iso bt afldt in the space of SChOU yerbal instruction and demonstration, while formal sug-
e Sy ; 13“ even when after-schi \ly an authority who instructs verbally from a given body of
b o e e ?h ass1s1:tants or volunt owledge and with predictable skills (cf. Henze, 1992). More
e neids : te 121:0 eslsmnai knowlq 1l more, as all use.rs of the Interne.t can attest, learners acros's
R A e s s ei l?lca ﬁnow—‘how. | jjos become autodidacts, and dominance of an oral set of di-
ioegt s e e g ags inpareﬂ ousef olds in WestS {lons from a single authority vanishes. Visual and auditory
i ’For sl 8 amount.s o} ?Hne with : ynals (e.g., the computer’s bleep that indicates an attempted
young:s € by ter-school hours of their children, fami lick is futile), as well as trial and error or observation of an-
Wr_ch chsposabl? incomes turn to “intimate strangers” (e {lier, dominate modes of learning.
fzkielclldt_::::éig_:)ﬁ;ﬁelesssggsrtgragisim coaches, and paid specll The multiplicity of learning sources s characteristic of all
e i es ranging from piano to K ntexts wher‘.e learners are guided primarily by what they
Moreover, peer SOC-ialization i / liemselves believe they want or need to .know. We often fovrget,
highiy R o geniﬁ‘ { though‘F to I i the face Qf the dichotomy of formal/informal, how retrieval
alfing orga}l s ?W' W'l close examinatio | tandom information collected through casual exposure is
e E;JC e;lfitllfls. Games, as We-ll . Julckly activated by a current real nged. All work on sustained
B i of'ten Ove 1% g formal, r1tua1'1z parning in community—based organizations as -well as across-
Sbta I of’correctii (erne 2 Y 80?1& operation Jie-life-span learning situations indicates such is the case.
B I (€.g., Goodwin, 1930). gy ~ Key to such learning is critique based on agreed-upon stan-
o V‘iioplng W‘?ﬂd as well as postindustrial societies com Wards of quality and depth of information. Finding enough
ceftgifxnoscziiztrl:;herfez(fjslea;?ersl Wh.o organize therpselves [ nlormation to meet instrumental and immediate goals may
qute o formla : arrar{ em;i :‘S (lznto _what outsiders m i e acceptable without critique. However, expert experience
W e i i ;’l onsider, for example, th und judgment become necessary for sustained learning e.lnd
e egs groups of the young engag Jdvancement. Here, for example, community-based organiza-
At th W _ : . {lons that offer long-term meaningful engagement for young
; er expectation shaping the formal/informal dichol Jople do their best to enlist adults who are experts in their
Hesidon ol e 'flelds——whether dar.u:e, instcrqmental‘ music: agronomy, or So-
o ; fth : el 1‘9:1’1 and .youth.fro 1 tlul entrepreneurship. Their interactions with young learners
i 8101:15 0. the WOIld,llrlcludmg postindustrial societies “(lo not match usual notions of “informal” or “formal.”
:;;Cg: ::;t :lrllést‘r];:g g?ftﬁ:hfy tcat?v mgrk all kinds of differe ui - In particular, learning is associated with observation and
A i’n At pas 0 decades for formal .. o teal (as distinct from realistic) sense of participation with
g park reveal. In these cases, the formality generall| jegard to the intensity of observation, willingness to make

schools are left with teachers whose expertise cannot keep ;
with highly specialized knowledge, especially in rapidly cha
ing fields, such as the sciences. i

Morever school budgets for extracurrlcular learnlng i
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efforts, and openness to failure (for cases, see Heath & $
1999; Maira & Soep, 2005; Rogoff, 2003). These responsil
ties include demonstration, verbal instruction, rnodelinge
mentoring roles, judgment by external critics and thrs
_com.parative experiences, and ongoing advancement and;‘=
ing in-group challenges. Researching such learning proce
and the relationships and meanings associated with them
local situations can be a major contribution of ethnogra
whose strength is precisely that it can help us move be 0

lons of such notes make fascinating reading, as do individ-
Iy’ accounts of just how they recorded ongoing interactions
Sanjek, 1990). Rarely, however, do such accounts indicate
W lleldworker’s means of grasping while in the midst of col-
\ing data what fieldnotes taken over a specific period of
i might mean. We recommend conceptual memos for this
Wipose.
. We assume here that ethnographers keep their observa-
the simple dichotomies, such as formal/i ; : iy and acc.CJunts 9f interfslctions i‘n notebooks .and supple-
Gl o o malan meciia o wrc')t'ma mlI:OTmﬂL which we it these with digital audiorecordings o.nto tl?e.lr computer.
P e : lngg 7L out pedagogy. W strongly recomnflend that after .each field visit, ethnqgra—
i b otiidi i L Ogt;?pt er’s research cluesti liers download their digital recordings a‘nd ensure that time,
R '1}11'? d‘a they can be answe \ition, and names of interactants are in place for each re-
Wt e e > tlctum rules out“questi uiding session. We also recommend that, at weekly or other
e that]haxgrmin S(,i pe;t behefs. or “theorie syular intervals, ethnographers review fieldnotes, log record-
SN s € stan g u:‘sa%e in o’f’her fiel'. is, and write conceptual memos. Some et}.mographfars }<eep
e i g uz ion pract'l(fes is petter than 1\ .elr fieldnotes separate from their reflections, projections,
rule out application of empirical evidence from et il reminders to themselves. Others arrange each page of
ldnotes in several columns, noting logistics in one, field-
ules in another, and reflective material in another. See below
41 an example of Brian’s fieldnotes from a project on home/
1100l numeracy practices.
ithnographers studying language and other modes tend
) Include, at a minimum, the following in their fieldnotes:

which circumstances must be delineated in quantifiable ar

specifiable terms instead.
To want to “prove” one’s “theory” of why something haj

pens the way it does cannot be the motivation for ethno

raphy. The ethnographer studying organic farmers'’ Iangua‘

socialization cannot set out to “show” that those who undel

take such a change are smarter or more civic-minded thaj 1. Running account of events in real time

i ik : : : | E 2. Not?ble short Phrases uttered by. interlocutO'rS SO that- auqi0~
de socio emographic data on highest education lev ] or videorecordings can more easily be coordinated with field-

achieved or number of local political offices sought by botl notes

: 3. Changes in audience, routines, rituals, and features of con-

value judgments noted above would still not be achieved. text that co-occur with shifts in language and modes.

" Brian, in a field study on mathematics practices at home
(Mtreet, Baker, & Tomlin, 2005), used columns for separat-
g straight data from his comments and reflections as he
wcorded events. His data are reproduced in Table 4.1 just
44 he recorded them.

FieLonoTes

Thfe history of social, cultural, and linguistic anthropolo
resides largely in fieldnotes of individual ethnographers. Col:
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Wolcott (2001) and others recommend a similar separation
ilata from reflections, especially when sharing data among
eral members of a research team. When actual data can be

hed up for the same stretch of time, ethnographers can most

The mention of the playstation, for instance, raised the

jestion for the team as to how far they should pursue ques-
lons associated with new technologies that they frequently

Willy address questions about patterns, relevant theories, and
iceptions of occurrences on a particular day. Members of

lan's team would discuss one another’s fieldnotes and pick
|1 reflections from the right-hand column for consideration

[uture visits.

28311 UO p[Ing pue azIuso
391 [00ds sa0p—sadnoeld Adepwnu WOy

countered in their home visits. In the end, the team de-
Conceptuar Memos

_ For the sake of efficiency, place the following informa-

{lon in the upper left-hand corner of the first page: name of

~jescarcher (especially in collaborative work), dates of period

~ (overed by memo, sites included, and primary activities or sce-

tlded that, interesting though this topic was, their focus was

therwise ran the risk of turning the project into a “home
tomputer” study. Such in-the-field decisions relate not only

iore precisely on everyday numeracy practices, and they
{0 prior literatures reviewed but also to resource and time

would note computer use only as it related to these. To do
unstraints. The two-column method of recording data ad-
(iesses such questions and feeds usefully into the content of

Lonceptual memos.

Written each week in connection with logs of recorded data,

(unceptual memos need not be more than five or six pages. Yet
ilong with queries raised in the reflections column of field-

jpher about generic ideas that come from particular events,
lotes.

they should be as their title suggests: a memo to the ethnog-

farios observed.
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Shirley recommends that three sections follow,
“Problems and Setbacks,” this first section is especially
portant in research teams, for it briefly indicates unexp :
occurrences (e.g., stolen equipment, death in commu
etc.). The second section, entitled “Overview,” indi
hours in the field, physical locations, and primary sou »i
data (e.g., conversations of interactive groups or indivig
interviews). i

Entitled “Patterns, Insights, and Breakthroughs,” t _.
nal section constitutes the heart of the memo. Here the
nographer hones in on patterns detected, insights or
and “ahal” realizations. These should not repeat mat |
from prior memos, for when the ethnographer writes the
nal product from the research, all these memos will be
as cumulative. 4

An excerpt from a conceptual memo written by Adelr
Roach, one of the ethnographers who worked with Sh 1
in her long-term study of arts-focused youth organizatio;
follows: ]

Something | observed is the way the staff refers to involvemer
of the youth. In an article in the Christian Science Monitor, |a
[pseudonym for an older member of organization Adelma wa
studying] was quoted as saying: “We selected teens we felt
could be best served by the program.” Another pamphlet abol
the project highlights how teens will be “empowered” throu
the work they do. . . . While both statements are accurate and
important, | wonder what [name of organization] would say
about how the young people themselves actually serve and em
power the organization. In other words, what are young peopl
giving to the organization that adults would not? How much -x
room for youth involvement and service to the organization it
self is there at all levels of planning and work? :

The memo continues with several instances and tran
script portions in which the young people adopted roles tha

changed the dynamics of the current work. Adelma wrote:

1ch Questions and Fieldnotes 81

One young woman took on the role of “tour guide” in a visit

{0 one of the work sites of the program, dancing, singing, and
talking. She turned to the group at one point: “You guys com-

' Ing or what? I'm giving the grand tour here. | had to take in
' |ots of information to do this.” Everyone laughed and followed
~ on. In another instance, a member of the team was asked

{0 give a weather report. He adopted the persona of a local

weatherman and led the group into facing what was to be a

~ hot, humid day through laughter and cheers. . . . The youn'g
- people come to life when they give me advice about how I'm

doing and extend the knowledge they‘ve bee'n taught t.0 me
as novice. This process of transfer of inforrnatlon. and shift in
relations and positioning is useful in understar)c‘lmg contexts
of learning and the roles of assessment and critique they serve

within the organization.

ithnographers who maintain their conceptual memos on

jegular basis find that when they plan their final written
port, chapter topics fall into place through a phrase or word

uich of conceptual memos. Themes, trends, and insights be-

uime chapters and their subheadings in the final dissertation
I book.

SUMMARY

Molly soon realized she was no longer standing still .but gain-
“ § momentum. With each new occasion of watching Roger

d listening to him, she felt more comfortable, as though she

liad caught on to how to turn back to the litera‘_fure, then to her
eldnotes and recordings, and then back again to new read-
'ngs. A breakthrough came when she returned Ito a ch_apter on
Waltressing (from Rose, 2004) she had read earlier. UI.ll‘lke warf-
Jesses, who strongly identify their role in the specific phys;
il space of their restaurant, shop, or barr Roger had no su;:1

ocation reinforcement for his identity. His .own body was the
pihysical space of his identity. This small switch enabled Molly
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to zero in on the multiplicity of ways that Roger talked |
where and how his body was in space, not only in juggli '
also in walking or doing other daily activities. ‘

Every conceptual memo revealed to her how ideas
cohering. Molly became more convinced that the knowl
she was gaining could be useful to others. She began wril
analyzing transcripts and fieldnotes, going back to cone o
memos, returning to literature reviews, and then revi'
sections of her fieldnotes and interviews. The final proc
was falling into place. Her conceptual memos had mappe d
locations of data that now cohered for theory developme

Analysis and

: Coming Home from the Field

- Jor an ethnographer everything is a matter of one thing
~ leading to another, that to a third, and that to one hardly
knows what. (Geertz, 1995, p. 20)

Molly analyzed her fieldnotes, she kept seeing Geertz's
Jidls come true. At one point, in reviewing her conceptual
uimnos, she realized that Roger's comments seemed to grow
| contradictions. Her fieldnotes, audiotapes, transcripts, and
los of photographs yielded not one or two reassuring pat-
s but several. She decided to turn again to more reading
literature reviews, where she picked up ideas related to the
i k-and-forth nature of learning as well as to the challenge
)l Individuals of settling into their work.

She also realized that the questions she asked Roger at
¢itain points had helped push his meta-framing of juggling
i tlons. Roger’s technical descriptors such as “flat pattern on
plane” or “alternating outward passes” came in later talks
th him more frequently, along with emotional assessments
his process as “fun,” “exciting,” or “like a mystery.” Sweep-
Iy generalizations kept company with tiny details about cer-
In tactics he used.

“| was too excited after | got it to spend the time and actually
look up technique.” ‘

“Four balls—that | looked up online to get the general pattern
... and the pattern was much easier because | could compre-
hend three balls.”
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